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Toxicity within the Body of Chicana/o Studies? Exploring our Queer Bodies and the 
Toxic within our Sacred Sites 
 
Pablo Alvarez, California State University, Northrigde 
 
“I am the physical proof of the violent transformations suffered by native peoples 
on this continent in the last 500 years,  My face, my body, my soul are in 
constant turmoil.  They do not seem to fit any European profile.”  -Francisco X. 
Alarcon 
 
 
Gil Cuadros’ writing on queer Chicano sexuality and AIDS is a crossing of borders 
between his Mexican family and white culture.  Through a collection of short stories and poetry 
in City of God, Cuadros tells the story of a queer Chicano growing up in the cities surrounding 
Los Angeles while living with AIDS on the battlegrounds of Aztlán in the 1990s.   In a 1994 
interview for Positive Living, Cuadros reflects upon the Chicano notion of Aztlán through his own 
life experience. Cuadros states that, “…in the language of the people native to this region Aztlán 
means ‘white place’ but I also see it as ‘azt-lan’ or ‘AZT-Land” (3).    For many Chicano/as, 
Aztlán continues to be a place of reflection, meditation, and resistance.  For Cuadros, it is a 
place where AIDS (AZT-Land) is also present, which complicates the romanticized notion of 
Aztlán and simultaneously contradicts the constructs of a Chicano identity.   In City of God 
Cuadros documents through creative writing the toxic breakdown of the body; however within 
this toxicity the sacred emerges.  Cuadros finds the sacredness of his sexuality through the 
toxic breakdown of the body.  In a toxic society, Cuadros unifies with the mysterious elements of 
nature and encounters the sacred.   
In a short story titled “Sight” Cuadros writes of a new vision, a spiritual vision that 
supersedes the material world and the breakdown of the toxic body.  This is the last short story 
published in City of God; it is the last of four short stories that explores the deeper meanings of 
life and death.  In this particular piece “Sight”, he extends the relationship between the 
impairment of vision as it relates to the toxic breakdown of the body and divine sight as it relates 
to the sacredness in death and sexuality.    
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Now with the narrator’s increasing breakdown of the body, Cuadros begins this short 
story with a doctor’s visit.  On the way to his doctor’s appointment the narrator looks up to the 
sky to trace the generations that came before him and with his sight upon the sky the narrator 
catches a glimpse of a creative historical past, a sacred lineage that he belongs to: 
On the freeway, driving to my doctor, I see clouds of black smoke billowing off 
the mountains, strange aerial formations of crows and seagulls, twisting and 
turning like a swatch of fabric in air.  These are the signs, clues written in some 
ancient script, and I want to know what it all means (95). 
 Cuadros is addressing the mysteries of life.  There is more available to the writer beyond the 
material world.  He understands the sky as a sacred canvas where messages are brought to 
him by the elements of nature.  And he wants to know what these sacred messages are; these 
ancient scripts detail Cuadros’ historical presence in Los Angeles and the legacy of his 
ancestry.  Through natural phenomenon, Cuadros reinforces his identity as a vital spiritual and 
creative force belonging to the universe.   
Cuadros recognizes that the body is part of the material world and that vision can exist 
outside of this realm.  Strategically, he addresses this notion through the doctor’s dissembling of 
an anatomical model of an eye: 
She pulls out a model of a large eye the size of a bowling ball.  She begins to 
disassemble the eye, the cornea, the retina, the optical nerve.  I push the parts 
away from me; I can see that everything, everyone in her office has a glow 
around their bodies, some with colors more distinct, others thin and wavering.  
Even more unsettling, some people leave trails of light, a residue that takes a 
long time to dissipate.  Occasionally, a trail will curl upward, a large snake the 
color of ochre, poised as if ready to attack any nearby person.  The doctor wants 
me to understand, says without this medication there is no hope; without this 
medication you are sure to lose all sight that you have…(96). 
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The narrator’s doctor is dismayed; shocked even at the refusal of a medication that will save the 
narrator’s vision.  As she disassembles a model of an eye she is disassembling the breakdown 
of the physical body.  This act is meaningful at multiple levels.  Cuadros puts into focus the 
breakdown of the body in relation to AIDS medication while embracing the sacredness of a new 
vision.   The doctor represents Western medicine, another example of toxicity, and as she takes 
apart the model of an anatomical eye, hoping to persuade her patient to take an additional 
medication “…what is one more drug to you?” (96), a new vision arises in the narrator.  This is a 
sacred vision extending beyond the material world.  It is a vision that supersedes the black 
smoke billowing from the mountains at the beginning of the story but is very much a part of it.  
“No, thank you,” the narrator responds respectfully to the golden light that surrounds the doctor.  
His vision has become sensitive to the color aura of people in the doctor’s office.  His doctor’s 
truth regarding the benefits of this medication is acknowledged by the gold light that covers her 
body.  The narrator gracefully rejects this new medication. The narrator claims the sacredness 
in the toxic break down of the body by welcoming this new vision as opposed to medicating the 
physical sight that is diminishing, “My peripheral vision diminishes, the crown of my head seems 
to ignite.  My other senses revel in new-found power, guiding me through a maze of streets, 
using the scent of jacarandas and the freshly cut, large-leaf philodendron” (97).  The narrator is 
guided back home by his senses and the natural environment that surrounds him.  He accepts 
his death by allowing the body to continue its breakdown; this new vision inaugurates the 
sacredness that emerges.   
As the narrator is guided back to his apartment his new-found power connects him to a 
new dimension of knowledge.  This awareness regards individuals who are experiencing other 
toxic forms of physical, mental and even spiritual breakdowns.   The narrator becomes 
overwhelmed by the sacred colors that emanate out of people’s bodies and the toxic illnesses 
that reside inside them.  In addition, he can feel the energy that is within the people that 
surround him, he senses a man’s hollowness and can see tumors overcoming a women’s brain.  
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The narrator comes in contact with other toxic bodies that are breaking down and death opens 
up.  This new and sacred vision intensifies his own healing and his knowing.  While standing in 
the elevator of his apartment building, the narrator becomes a healer in his death: 
A warm tingle runs down my throat, informs me that she is not well, some 
perceived similarity with myself.  I face her and smell lavender, old wool, sweat 
like Eucalyptus oil.  Her hair is white, I know, but I see tumors instead, the stench 
of black rotted fruit, dappling her brain.  Her heart is erratic and I feel as if it is my 
own and that I am the one who will fall soon.  I want to touch her. I sense the 
elevator aching to lift us up. She is saying something to herself, I hear her say 
the word, ‘God’ with the warm buzz of bees and wooden flutes in her mouth.  I 
feel my palm near her shoulder and her body begins to change, slippery as 
mercury.  Now I can see amber light emanating from her stomach, her head.  
She is unsure why she feels better, but she takes it like a gift of inestimable worth 
(98). 
The narrator acknowledges the inner sacred essence of being and the breakdown of other toxic 
ailing bodies.  He now belongs to a community of people who are close to death and with this 
transition comes a new power to heal others.  The narrator’s body communicates with the 
bodies of other individuals and allows for a healing to take place not only for him but for them as 
well.    
Once inside his apartment and resting on his bed the narrator begins to reflect on his 
own family and allows for further healing to take place.   The narrator comes to understands that 
his family is rooted in a legacy of toxic battles, a legacy that Cuadros transforms into the sacred 
through the creative process of writing.  The narrator focuses on his relations and wants to 
ensure their own healing as they continue their journey in the physical world.   The focus shifts 
to the matriarchy; in previous stories the child narrator experiences the trauma of an abusive 
mother, in this short story the adult narrator seeks healing for his mother:   
Pablo Alvarez, NACCS 2010 
 
It used to make me sick, the thought of my family, but now I see it as a legacy I 
will not understand till much later…Through the window, a man watches me: he 
is white, bright as if a hundred candles were burning inside him.  He sees that I 
am ready, He calls more of his people to the window….There is no judgment on 
whatever I do; he is just here for me. Before I go, I want to tell my roommate 
what he needs to stay alive...I want to call my ex-lover and explain that I really 
understand why he had to leave me…I want my mother to know I know where all 
anger comes from, and if I could just touch a certain spot on her body, near her 
breastbone, it would all be released (99). 
Cuadros captures the sacred that is found within the toxic body.   
In a published short story, “Birth”, the child becomes a metaphor for the sacred creative 
force that kept Cuadros writing for eight more years after his prognosis in 1987 
(Acknowledgements, City of God).  The child becomes a representation of the writer’s sacred 
identity and his passion to create.  In addition, the rebirth of this child illuminates the rebirth of a 
sacred gay identity for Cuadros, one that transcends his Mexican and Catholic upbringing.   
  In “Birth” the narrator is carrying a child in his body; his partner Marcus is outraged and 
brings out the spiritual medicine.  Sage and copal are brought out for cleansing; they serve as 
offerings that will clear out what he presumes are psychosis and fear.  The burning of herbs will 
also reinforce and protect this sacred creation.   
But truly, there is no psychosis in this short story, only a rebirth of sacred creative 
possibilities that emerge from a toxic society.  The narrator’s lover glides his hand over the belly 
and there he finds proof of the creation.  Who will protect this child?  Who will raise this child?  
I feel it well up inside of me.  It grows with every pass of the sun, steals what little 
energy is left in my beleaguered body.  The lesions that spread daily across my 
testicles and legs now cease to multiply.  I sense the formation of an umbilical 
cord connecting me to another. I am nervous of what it will become and how it 
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will decimate the remnants of my strength.  I tell my lover I am carrying a child 
inside me, demon-like it drags embryonic nails slowly down my internal organs.  
Marcus looks skeptical, eyes squint as if thinking, what next, commit me to a 
home, send me to a spiritual healer.  He smolders sage and copal, washes me in 
their cleansing smoke.  He strikes bells to startle me, glides his hand across my 
stomach, enjoys electricity.  With a fit of anger he yells, ‘How selfish can you be?  
What if you die before the baby child is raised (Birth 1). 
Disregarding gender barriers, Cuadros does not re-cast the narrator as a female 
character.  He extends the theorization of gender into creative writing and expands the notion of 
pregnancy through the male narrator and his lover Marcus, reinforcing that sacred creativity has 
no boundaries.  The narrator’s body continues its toxic breakdown, however despite this 
breakdown there is new life growing inside him.  Will the creation and the energy it requires 
hasten the narrator’s death?  There is also fear that the loss of strength within the body will 
complicate the pregnancy and that this child, this creative and sacred force to write, will take 
more than what the body has left to offer.  Simultaneously there is a fear that death will cease 
the possibilities of creativity.  Cuadros is saying that creativity has no end, there is no toxicity in 
creativity.  Through the collaboration of the reader creativity remains in its infinite nature, 
evolving, even after the death of its creator.   
 The narrator takes pride in his pregnancy.  His desire to carry a child does not reflect 
man’s toxic ego to continue the legacy of his last name.   As the body breaks down, the ability to 
create is even more critical.  The narrator expects from society nothing less than complete 
respect and admiration for his courage and his sacred creation.  Instead he receives glares of 
disgust, the reminder of a crude and toxic society not willing to embrace his ability to exist and 
create the story of his own reality: 
Walking down the boulevards near my home, I expect the community to revere 
me, to step aside in deference.  Rather, lips snarl, hands move to strike, filthy 
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looks, the kind I imagine Jesus encountered on his trek to Calvary.  The women 
are the harshest, spitting before me, hacking their phlegm deeply and loudly from 
inside their corpulent bodies.  They turn in disgust as if to deny my existence and 
my child’s potential.  It is hard to ignore my aspect, my withered limbs seem to 
negate any fruitfulness.  Still the jacaranda trees blanket the sidewalks with their 
purple flowers for me; the elms canopy the sun’s glare, limbs low enough to grab 
and even cradle me when I tire (Birth 2). 
    Jesus’ trek to Calvary is likened to the narrator’s trek to his own death.  Cuadros 
locates the narrator at the center of this biblical passage as a queer Chicano battling AIDS on 
the boulevards of Los Angeles.  Carrying the creation in his body, bearing the cross of creativity, 
illness, and queer sexuality, the narrator is sacred but he is also stoned, mocked and humiliated 
by a toxic society.    The potential of this child promises the survival of his creativity:    
The conclusion of this short story recalls the story of Moses.  In a dream the narrator 
places his child in a basket that will float down a mighty river.  Knowing that he will die in a toxic 
society that condemns his reality, he places the sacred legacy of his ancestry, the passion to 
create, in a basket and places trust in the mighty flow of the river.  
In my dream, I place the child in a basket and float it down a mighty river.  
Marcus rages at heaven for what I have done, curses me till the day of his death. 
The child shall never know his real fathers or have comfort with the toys we 
would have made, our faces appearing god-like over his crib.  How can an 
infected man like me be worthy of this blessing?   
I do not know if the little one will appear launched from my head, or emerge from 
the muscles of my legs. But when the moment happens it will be as if a part of 
me dies.  When I release him to the river I will surely crumble to the ground, 
crying out for Marcus, my body disintegrating into the stuff protons, neutrons, 
quarks, shattering back into the dark matter of an unforgiving universe (Birth 3).   
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Cuadros’ writing encompasses a spiritual and sacred world of sexuality and creativity.  In 
addition,  
Cuadros distinguishes religion from spirituality.  Without limiting his spirituality to Catholicism, 
Cuadros honors the spiritual essence of his ancestry and the sacred creative force that guides 
his writing.  Finally, the record of the toxic breakdown of the body in City of God leads to this 
short story where the narrator finds himself at the river, releasing his sacred creative force to the 
currents of the water.  In Cuadros’ writing the sacred emerges from the toxic.  His body no 
longer becoming the tar of the 710 freeway as it did in his short story, “My Aztlan: White Place.  
  
 
   
 
 
